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do in biology and is, I think, one 
of the great ways to do innovative 
work…. The diversity in the living 
world is so large, and since 
everything is connected in some 
way, let’s find the best one.” 
Research focused on human 
and medical application is 
certainly an important component 
in neuroscience. But such 
research tends to dwell more 
on technological improvements 
rather than on basic discovery. 
Discoveries cannot be planned. 
There is no alternative to a wide 
range of curiosity-driven research 
as initiated by an individual 
researcher rather than a panel or 
an administrator.
What is your greatest ambition? 
For me, one motivation to stick 
with a single species and a narrow 
range of questions has been the 
belief that unravelling the neural 
basis of cognitive capacities of 
reasonable complexity might be 
possible in this animal, with its 
rather small brain. I realized that I 
need to understand its restricted 
laboratory behaviour against the 
background of its natural behaviour. 
Because insect brains provide us 
with the opportunity to trace neural 
functions to small sets of neurons, 
even individually identified neurons, 
I also wanted to understand more 
about the composition of the 
neural structures in the honeybee 
brain. The ultimate goal is to relate 
memory formation processes to 
particular neuronal functions. As 
memory includes the process of 
acquiring, storing, and retrieving 
information, it will be essential to 
localize, measure and manipulate 
these neuronal functions when 
the animal as a whole performs 
these tasks and informs us by its 
behaviour. Such a far-reaching 
goal includes conceptual and 
methodological innovations that 
can only be found in collaboration 
with experts. Working together with 
colleagues and students has been 
an important factor in my research, 
and I have gained personal and 
professional rewards from these 
collaborations. 
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Animals exploiting familiar food 
sources will often try to avoid 
each other. But it might be 
valuable to an animal unfamiliar 
with a food source to follow 
others to try it out. And new 
field experiments carried out by 
Lina Kawaguchi and colleagues 
at the University of Tsukuba, 
appear to bear this out for 
bumble bees.
Reporting in the Proceedings 
B of the Royal Society 
(published online), they tested the preferences of bumble bees 
between two flowerheads, 
one occupied by a bee of the 
same species and the other 
unoccupied. The experiments 
were carried out either with 
familiar or unfamiliar flowers.
The researchers found that 
the bees tended to avoid 
occupied familiar flowers but 
visited occupied flowers of 
unknown species. They believe 
this suggests individuals “adjust 
their responses to feeding 
conspecifics depending on their 
familiarity with food sources.”
Nigel WilliamsCatch-up: Bumble bees will follow other individuals to unfamiliar flowers but avoid 
them on known nectar sources. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
